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UNSOLVED PROBLEMS 



THE MORAL VALUATION OF OUR ECONOMIC ORDER 

In the field of Christian ethics the broad problem for investigation 
is the nature of the present social order and the possibility of its trans- 
formation in relation to the Christian ideal of society. The urgent need 
for adequately facing this problem, if Christianity is to continue to 
influence the developing life of humanity, needs no emphasis in these 
days of revolutionary change. 

Within this broad field, the most immediate matter for investigation 
seems to me to be the character of our present economic relationships 
and their relation in turn to the other functions of the social order — 
our sex life, our government, our religion. It is self-evident that these 
economic relationships are basic, that the so-called higher life of civiliza- 
tion rests upon them. It is equally self-evident that they are the cause 
of continual disturbances in modern society and are a major factor 
in all its ills. Just here is one of the points of inquiry. What is the 
exact relation of the economic to the other aspects of life ? The question 
of economic determinism cannot be settled by abstract argument but 
only by inquiry into the facts. We need to establish just how much, 
and at what points, our economic system is controlling our conduct 
in the state, our education and our religion. In that very process we 
shall learn much as to how the economic function may be made the 
servant and not the master of the other aspects of life. 

It is a significant fact that organized Christianity has expressed 
no clear moral judgment concerning the nature of the present economic 
order. Concerning its worst conditions and relations, the churches 
have uttered themselves. Concerning the essential features of a capital- 
istic economic order, no general conviction is evident. Before such 
conviction can be formed and such judgment be uttered, we need to 
establish by investigation how much of the conduct and relationships 
of our economic life is Christian and how much is un-Christian and in 
what respect. We need to determine whether it is an un-Christian system 
with some Christian modifications, or a Christian system with some 
relapses. 

The pre-suppositions of the present economic order need also to be 
examined on grounds both of fact and of Christian ideals and standards. 
Until we know whether it is the accidental or the intentional features 
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of our economic life that are un-Christian, our attempts to Christianize 
industry are liable to be worse than futile. For instance, of what avail 
and of what effect will it be to counsel co-operation between employers 
and employed, between capital and labor, if it should turn out that a 
wage and profit system inevitably leaves the profit-takers and the wage- 
earners in a position of economic antagonism, so that the best that is 
possible is an armed truce ? How can we hope to reconcile persons and 
classes in sentiment if they cannot be reconciled in economic reality. 
Therefore we need to determine by comprehensive inquiry whether our 
ethical standards and ideals require the transformation of the present 
economic order or simply its modification. 

In this main matter, we have too long accepted the formulae of the 
orthodox economists concerning competition and self-interest as eco- 
nomic motives. They have told us that the present economic order 
is the best that is possible and that if it seems to us unethical, 
we must for the sake of economic efficiency be reconciled to it. We need 
now to inquire whether in this field we have been the victims of pure 
dogmatism. There is a new body of data to be examined. It is the 
testimony of the production engineers, which may provide a new body 
of Christian evidence. There also needs to be correlated to Christian 
teaching the work of those younger economists who are approaching 
their subject from the standpoint of psychology. What they have to 
say concerning instincts in economic life needs to be examined to see if 
we can learn how these instincts may be controlled and directed for the 
realization of Christian ends. 

At this point the investigation will begin to cross the line between 
religion and ethics. For the final point of inquiry concerns the possi- 
bility of realizing and expressing religious values in economic activity. 
As soon as the work of the psychologists in religion and the psychologists 
in economics has proceeded far enough, it will need to be correlated. 
They ought soon to tell us enough about the nature of religious con- 
sciousness and the nature of economic association, to enable us to discover 
how economic life may be organized so that it becomes a means for the 
development and expression of religious values. If Christian ethics can 
undertake and carry through the inquiries here indicated, it will furnish 
some guide for mankind in the fundamental economic changes now pro- 
ceeding. Failing this, its field will be to interpret and sanction, after 
the event, the moral and religious values developed by the experience 
of the economic revolution into which the industrial nations are now 
entering. Harry F. Ward 
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